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ABSTRACT 

Providing a ^framework for"^ symposium SKploring the - 
influence of physical attract i^veness on the socialisation process, 
this paper (1) offers a working definition of physical 
attractiveness, (2) reviews stereotypes associated with 
attractiveness, and (3) discusses a social network perspective on thp' 
influence of attractiveness. Physical attractiveness is 
conceptualized as being a personal physionomic attribute achieving 
status as high, moderate, or ^low as a function of cultural criteria* 
Attractive individuals are stereotypi cally perceived as friendly, 
popular, happy,' nonaggress i ve , well=ad justed , trustworthy, and so on. 
Unattractive individyaXs are routinely viewed as unhappy, lonely, 
maladjusted, aggressive, and unfriendly. Research shows that 
stereotypes based on attractiveness are fairly eKtensive, are biased 
in^favor of attractive individuals, and are heavily ^endorsed by the 
American public* The social network view holds that socialisation can 
be understood only when all salient social^sers and the child are 
considered as reciprocally influential and only when the cultural 
context is taken into account. With respect to ^aitract iveness , the 
social network view encourages the study of both the trantsmi ss i/on of 
attractiveness stereotypes and differential reactions toT'^hildren 
with varying degrees of attractiveness. (RH) 
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8 attention 
at t r ac t i vene s s 



. Research on the influence of physical attradtivenesB in 
human fimctioning has been extensive since the early 1970's* 
Indeed', over 500 published articles now document the role of 
attractiveness in the attribution, social cognitiqh, 
inte^pereonal communication and socialisation proaesees. 
A close iaspection of this extensive research revelals that 
the influence of attractiveness has been studied carefully in 
relation tio' some variables, but has received littl 
in relation to others* For example, the impact of 
in jury trials is now painfully cleM* with attractive plaintiffs 
and defendants receiving far more favorable juridJ^c decisions 
than their unattractive coimterparts^ with^only few exceptions* 

The impact of attractiveness on the sociali 
has had comparatively little attention. Today's 
focused on the potentially ^^^j or impact that .attractiveness 
may have ^ on socialisation. In order to provide a f r^ework for 
the s3nnposiiim, I'd like to offer a workiifg definition of 
physical attractiveness, iri^fly review stereotypaii associated 



gatlon process 
Bymposium 



with attractiveness, ^d /present a social network perspective 
on the influence of attractiveness. 

Defining AttractlvCTLess - 

Previous researcher^ of physical attractiveness seem to ^ 



have had a difficult time of defining attractiveness. Indeed, 
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'/ X Downs- 2 ; 

resaarchars have tended, to either i^ore such definitions br 
simply not# that attractiTeneee is difficult to define^ 
Reoently I asked a large group of students to dett^ne 
physioaJL attractiveness* Iheir repponses ran the fiill length , 
of possibilities from definitions based on specific 'body parts ^ 
such as bright eyes, straight teeth, mesomorphic bodies, etc*, 
to definitions base^ on the body gestalt and how attractiveness 
is a Qoherent whole J Vary little oonsensus existed, however, 
:iu these definitions. When students were asked to list very 
attractive and very imattractive people, their lists were ; 
fairly lengthy— and consistent! Thus, pi ople^ tend, to agree 
that Cheryl liegs asd Tom Sellick are objeoti^ely very attractive 
and that the Wicked Witch of the West ajid the Himchback of ^ 
Notre Dame are objectively very imattractive. In fact, 
raters in ntamerous studies from Walster's classic computer 
dance study in 1966 on seem to agree fairly well on the 
objective attractiveness of rated persons. But, whftt. cjakes 
these rated individuals attractive or unattractive? 

Poi^ oiir pu^oses, we would like to offer a sg^ial 
consensus definition which seems to represent the best "fit" 
with the e^d-stiiig attractiveness literature. Specifically, 
physical attractiveness is a personal, physionomlcally--bksed 
attribute* The degree to which this attribute is judged high, / 
moderate or low is a function of ciiltural criteria and the 
acceptance of these criteria by the soeial ^oup# Thus , - 
the definition of attractiveness in the United Stages ^wpuld 
aost likely vaiy from that adopted i*n. the People's Republic of - ^ 



Venezuela* The ^erioan defiriition seems to contain emphases 
on both specif io "body p^ts, partipul^ly the face, and on the 
OTarall relationship of these papts to the whole. Thiiig, . 
bright eyes, clear complexion, straight teath, an athletic 
body and so forth are all indioea of 'higher attractiveness, 
but the highest leTel of attraetiTeness appeM'S achieved by 
those having a good, consistent ap.d integrated fit among 
the parts, In^ s^, oux working definition of physical 
attractiveness is a personal, physlonor ttribute which 
achieves status as high, moderate or low as a ^funotio^ -tDf 
□ulti^al criteria * In our culture, high attractiveness is 
conaeived. of in teraas of having partioular physical charaGter- 
istios and an integrated balance among these characteristics* 
The Stereotypes ^ 

Stereotypes based on vailing levels ^of attractiveness are 
fairly well-toiown and documented, NAtt^active iMividuAls are . 
iypicall,, perceived as friendly, popular, happy, non-aggressive, 
well-adjusted, trustworthy and eo on. Unattractive individi^als 
are routinely viewed as i^ihappy, lonely, malaiadusted, ^ggressiv^ ' 
and unfriendly. Certainly it should be noted >that exceptions 
exist, For instance ,^ the "dumb jock" or the "dimb blond*,^ 
both of whom are typically judged high in attraoiiveness bxb 
also viewed aa less intelligent, ^ In general, thojiagh, 
attractive people are viewed in more positive ^ways than 
unattractive peojle\^ Por Instance, in a ^udy we published . 
last ye^ (Dovms, Reagan, Garrett & Kolodzy, 1982), several ' " - 
hundred adolesQents and adults completed a questioimaire designed 
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t'o.t9.p agreement : v/ith culture stereotypes^ of 

tattractlireness, r 3 amazement, the Tast majority 

of our aample > 0: he attrac tisane as etereotypas, 

Intarestinglyr ^' a.t with these sterebtypes was 

fomid mmong m ^ us-and whites compared with females, 

adults a^d "bl ^loSp although gene agraement 

with the Btmi. . Jted among &11 suhgroups* ' 'OTerall, 

than, staraoty ^ on att^aa^ivanef s are fairly extensile , 

biased iA fav: .tractive individuals, ^d are heavily 



endorsed by the Americem public* ^ ^ 

- A Social Hetwork View of the Influenoa of , Attraotlvaness 

" Given the pervasive natiu^e^ of attractiveness stereotyping 
in this culture an4 the general agreement with th#se stereotjrpes 
it seems extremely Important to examJjia the Influenoa of 
attractiveness on soGi^lizattf.oa processas. . We have elected 
to approach our' study from a social network perspective. 
This perspfeptiye is darived from tl^e work of several devaldp-r 




of rapearch,: These pi sych?olog^sts Include Arnold Sameroff, 



Rs; Q,^ Ba^l, Gerald Adams, Judy LMgloip, Michael Lewis, . Urie 
Bronfenbrenner, Ross Parke and Willard Hartup. 

Eepehtially, a social network perspective considers 
socialization as a process of reciprocal interaction with ^ 
numeroua important %ocializars in a p^ticular cultural context. 
a?his diagram^ (see diagrOT) shows -this perspective graphically^ 



Dovms*5 
hdld can "be imderstood 

examiried ^d .the inflmence 
and the blaild's influenaes 
f coottse, all of these 



Thus^ the' socialikatioa, df ■ a given dl 
only when each sriient 'sociaaizer Is,^ 
o£ various socialisere on the ehild 
^ on l^mi ^Qoialiaers are coneidered. 

' ii^luenoee. ^e heardly mediated by -bhe cultiiral milieia*. 

\ In trnTms of the influence of attractiveness on socialijgatloht 
eacy\of . the sooialiBers as well^'^as-i^ child herself are. 
considered 'important* ^irtherp while each of the socializers ' 
hypothetic ally exerta an influence , the ohild is seen as 
having a orucial role in the socialisation process as well* 

The social network perspective would seem to have utility 
in rnideretanding socialization and attraotiveness in two wayss 
1/ the ma^er in which children arev^xposed to, leam and adopt 



attractiveness atereotypes and 

2. the ways in which attractive and unattractive children are ^ 
sooiaiized* 

ThUB^ each of the socializers shown is a- potential repository 
of attractiveness stereotypes ^d each may pass the stereotypes 
on to children. And^ each of the soolalizers may 'react 
differently s^^the child , depending on that Qhlia«s level 

of attractiveness. ■ . , 

if ^ ^ 

To su^^ise, the social network view holds that 
socialization 4)an be -understood only when all salient socializers 
and the chird- herself ^e considered as reciprocally- influential. 
Mid only when the cultiiral context is considered. In teiras 
of attractiveness, the social lietwork view encourages the study 



of "both 1 ) the transmiBBion of attractiveneas stereotypes 
2) dlff ere35.tlal reaetlons to children with Taking degrees 
of attractiveness. 

The research to be presented in this sy^posiim will ^ 
include examinatlojis of the influence of all the socialiaers 
showa in the diagr^ with the exception of pears'* It should 
be noted that peer influences on the attractiTenesa-baaed . ^ 
BocializatjLoh procesB are quite important and that only time 
constraintB pr event a thorough coverage of our research on 
peer influences* In brief p our research on peer influerioia 
has suggeBted that 1) preschool^-age peers clearly differentially^^' 
react to attractive and unattractive childreni giving more ^ 
rewards to attracti,ve.j compared vd.th unattractive, children ' 
a^d 2) children'' s self-conceptions of attractiveness appear 
to at Ifast partially .reflect the^ir peers* judpnents .of them, 
Thus J young children state self- jud^ents of attractiveneas 
whiah are quite similar to attractiveness judgments made of 
them by peers* ^Interestingly^ children's attractiveness 
aelf-^jildgments have not been fo^d to be similar to the judgments 
made of thim by other socializers such as parents, teachers or 
other adults. Thus, o\ir intent in this spaiposiim is not to 
ignore the role of .peers in the attractiveness socialization 
process. On the contra^, peers seem to play a very important ^ 
part in this ^rQcess# ^ ^ ' * . 

To summarize this intrbductoiy overview, 1) the role of 



^ -. " 

* . ^ •■ . » ' ^ 

attractiveness in eooialization processes has received Compaq* 

atively little empirical attention^ a 2) while definitions of 

attractiveness are elusive, our working definition of 

attractiveness, will 'b,e a social consensus definition. 

Specifically^ i^ ^erioa^ culture,' high physical attractiveness 

is a produot of specific, culturally- valued physical traits and 

an integrated "balance among these traits*^ Low phyeical 

attractiveness appears to be the result of the lack of these 

valued traits and/or axi imhalance ^ong various physical 

attrihutes such as slight deviatiojis of the eyes,^ crooked or 

missing teeth, obesity, dull eyes, a^d so on^ 3) Amei^lcap 

stereotypes of attractiveness clearly favor persons fudged as 

attractive and these stereotypes seem to have .broa^^societal 

acceptance, and 4) a sociar network framework allows us to 

examine attractlveneBs^baeed socialization as a product of 

influences from both salient sooiali^ers and children them* 

selves* In employing this perspective, a much-better overall - 

imderstanding of attractiveness-^baEed socialization is achieved^ 
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